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La jetée in Historical Time: Torture, 
Visuality, Displacement
by MATTHEW CROOMBS

Abstract: Chris Marker’s La jetée (1962) has emerged as one of the foundational texts of 
postwar European cinema. Yet fi lm studies’ predominantly formal emphasis on Marker’s 
play with movement, stasis, and temporality has undermined investigations of the fi lm’s 
political content. Focusing on the fi lm’s central theme of torture, this article shows how 
the relays between La jetée’s two dominant settings—the concentration camp and a 
Paris in the not-so-distant past—generate a series of displacements between the colo-
nial and consumer contexts of early 1960s France.

Modernity is, in fact, a European phenomenon but one constituted in a 
dialectical relation with a non-European alterity.  —Enrique Dussel1

For the most crucial fact about pain is its presentness and the most crucial 
fact about torture is that it is happening.  —Elaine Scarry2

S ince its release in 1962, Chris Marker’s La jetée (The Jetty) has emerged as 
one of  the foundational texts of  postwar European cinema. Film scholars 
consistently harness the Left Bank director’s short ciné-roman to make both 
historical claims about the transition from cinematic classicism to cinematic 

modernism and theoretical claims about the fi lmed image’s relation to cinematic 
time. Yet this predominantly formal emphasis on Marker’s play with movement, 
stasis, and temporality has tended to come at the expense of  investigations of  the 
fi lm’s radically political content. As such, La jetée stands out as a curious anomaly in 
Marker’s oeuvre, which has otherwise been widely understood to examine the dia-
lectic between late capitalism and third-world revolutionary struggle, for example, 
¡Cuba sí! (1961), Loin du Vietnam (Far from Vietnam, 1967), A Grin without a Cat (1977), 

1 Enrique Dussel, quoted in Walter D. Mignolo, “DELINKING: The Rhetoric of Modernity, the Logic of Coloniality 
and the Grammar of De-coloniality,” Cultural Studies 21, nos. 2–3 (2007): 453. 

2 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1985), 9.
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and Sans soleil (Sunless, 1983).3 In this article, I argue that La jetée is consistent with this 
larger project, demonstrating how the relays between the film’s two dominant settings, 
the concentration camp and a Paris in the not-so-distant past, generate a series of  un-
easy displacements between the colonial and consumer contexts of  early 1960s France. 
What initiates my analysis of  this displacement is the film’s central yet profoundly 
undertheorized theme of  torture. More than a “spectral” allusion to topical events, 
I argue that Marker’s representation of  torture is conditioned by the text that was 
largely responsible for introducing the repressive nature of  France’s police operation 
in Algeria to a wide French audience: Henri Alleg’s La question.4

 The first half  of  the article contextualizes Alleg’s book, describing its contents and 
immensely controversial reception. I suggest that while La question was taken up as an 
explicit subject of  French art, including painting and cinema, it had a vast cultural 
influence and informed the ways in which filmmakers like Marker rendered state 
violence through the image. La jetée invokes the narrative details of  Alleg’s book and its 
affective qualities of  hallucination, pain, and horror. These affective qualities carry over 
into his representation of  France’s emergent commodity culture. The latter half  of  the 
article explores the parallels between the imaginary world of  the past in La jetée and the 
image-saturated culture of  1960s France, a glossy world of  plastics, electric appliances, 
and magazine advertising that tacitly coerced the French citizenry to disavow the 
nation’s colonial difficulties.5 By placing Marker’s short in an interdisciplinary dialogue 
with contemporaneous French science-fiction films, structuralist theory, and literary 
criticism, I map out the various ways in which theory and artistic practice identified 
consumer society with the “soft power” of  visuality. This emphasis on visuality, which 
Michel de Certeau succinctly defines as the scopic “lust to be a viewpoint and nothing 
more,” is literalized by the quasi-cinematic position of  the hero in La jetée, whose entry 
into the film’s commodity dreamworld is based on the effacement of  his physical body.6 
Marker ultimately uses a series of  subversive formal strategies, the superimposition in 
particular, to create an abject frontier between these consumer and colonial contexts, 
unraveling the binary opposition that sustained “modern” French subjectivity.

3 See François Lecointe, “The Elephants at the End of the World: Chris Marker and Third Cinema,” Third Text 25, no. 
1 (2011): 93–104; Trevor Stark, “‘Cinema in the Hands of the People’: Chris Marker, the Medvedkin Group, and 
the Potential of Militant Film,” October 139 (Winter 2012): 117–150; Nora M. Alter, Chris Marker (Champaign: 
University of Illinois Press, 2006).

4 Henri Alleg, The Question, trans. John Calder (London: John Calder, 1958).

5 As Benjamin Stora notes, “Within the euphoria of ‘progress,’ everyone gave in to the pressure of the immediate, 
caught up in the avalanche of novelties and consumption. . . . The nascent modernity concealed the issues born of 
the ‘Algerian years.’” See Benjamin Stora, Jane Marie Todd, and William B. Quandt, Algeria, 1830–2000: A Short 
History (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), 93. Likewise, Kristin Ross has demonstrated that there were 
political determinations specific to the French nation’s widespread obsession with “newness” and cleanliness in the 
1950s and 1960s. These cultural ideals functioned as ideological stakes in the nation’s redefinition of its identity 
and concomitant disavowal of the “dirty war” with unmodern Algeria. Ross has famously defined the tendency among 
historians to choose between “the story of French modernization and Americanization on the one hand, or the story 
of decolonization on the other.” This article is indebted to her imperative to think the two narratives together. Kristin 
Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1995), 7. 

6 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1984), 92.
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La question.

With The Question, everything changes.  —Jean-Paul Sartre7

On June 12, 1957, the activist and journalist Henri Alleg was arrested by the military 
dictatorship in Algeria run by General Massu’s Tenth Parachute Division. Alleg was 
the former editor of  Alger républicain, a daily newspaper that was banned in 1955 
by French authorities for presenting a diverse and democratic picture of  Algerian 
national opinion. As a suspected accomplice of  the Front de Libération Nationale’s 
(FLN) underground networks, he had been in hiding since 1956 but was captured 
during a visit to the home of  Maurice Audin, the French Algerian mathematician 
whose “disappearance” prompted the formation of  the Comité Audin, the largest 
independent antitorture organization in Paris.8 Upon capture, Alleg was detained at 
the El-Biar “sorting center” in the suburbs of  Algiers. This was the hub of  media 
scandal where Audin was drowned to death only weeks later and where Djamila 
Boupacha, the falsely accused FLN activist and symbol of  Algerian resistance, was 
given what French army men termed “the bottle treatment” and forced to witness 
the near-fatal assault on her immediate family in 1960.9 Alleg was held at El-Biar for 
an entire month before being transferred to another prison, Lodi, where he drafted 
a detailed account of  his torture that was smuggled to Paris through his lawyers and 
eventually published under the title La question in 1958.10

 Unlike Pierre Vidal-Naquet’s Torture: Cancer of  Democracy, which analyzes how torture 
was normalized by an infrastructural machinery that assimilated the French police, 
the judicial system, and the popular press, Alleg’s book provides a phenomenological 
account of  how torture in Algeria was experienced by its victims in practice.11 
La question follows Alleg through the anatomy of  the El-Biar prison, describing 
environments ranging from an underground dungeon “where daylight never entered,” 
to a laboratory-infirmary “overflowing with medical supplies in complete disorder,” 
to quasi-domestic mise-en-scènes like a living room and the kitchen of  a future 
apartment with “a sink and an earthenware cooking stove, surmounted by a shelf  on 
which the tiles had not yet been laid and only the metal frame was in place.”12 Alleg 
recollects his encounters with French police and army men who self-identified with 
the Gestapo and who vowed, prophetically, “What we are doing here, we will do in 
France.”13 Over the course of  the month designated by the book, he is repeatedly 
beaten to unconsciousness, subjected to various methods of  electrical and water 

7 Jean-Paul Sartre, “A Victory,” in Colonialism and Neocolonialism, trans. Azzedine Haddour, Steve Brewer, and Terry 
McWilliams (New York: Routledge, 2006), 78.

8 Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Torture: Cancer of Democracy (London: Penguin, 1963), 78.

9 Simone de Beauvoir and Gisèle Halim, Djamila Boupacha: The Story of the Torture of a Young Algerian Girl Which 
Shocked Liberal French Opinion, trans. Peter Green (New York: Macmillan, 1962). The “bottle treatment” is a 
euphemism for rape with a bottle.

10 John Calder, “Foreword to the English Edition,” in The Question, by Henri Alleg, trans. John Calder (London: John 
Calder, 1958), 7–9.

11 Vidal-Naquet, Torture.

12 Alleg, The Question, 48.

13 Ibid., 58.
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torture, and injected with “truth drugs” like Pentothal. As such, La question exposes the 
reader to a whole repertoire of  horror imagery and sensation: “Suddenly, I felt as if  
a savage beast had torn the flesh from my body.”14 Alleg writes of  the spasmodic and 
constrictive forms of  pain that he experienced from the electric shocks administered 
through a repurposed military phone, of  being blinded by the electrodes placed over 
his eyes, and of  tightening his jaw on a rag used to muffle the sounds of  his screams. 
He also describes hallucinatory states and episodes, such as losing all sense of  time and 
experiencing interior bodily sensations as living forms from without. The strangest of  
such episodes occurs when Alleg is drugged with Pentothal and, during the middle of  
an interrogation, finds himself  displaced from the infirmary to a series of  sites across 
Paris, spaces that appear to him like disconnected “pictures.”15

 Published by Éditions de Minuit on February 15, 1958, La question sold sixty 
thousand copies in its first two weeks of  release.16 Although it was banned by French 
authorities shortly thereafter for breaching national security, the book would go on to 
sell hundreds of  thousands of  copies throughout the year on the black market, making 
it an unofficial best seller. It offered a visceral, first-person exposé of  the systematic, 
industrialized nature of  torture in Algeria, inspiring debates that, as Benjamin Stora 
argues, “deeply divided public opinion, the Church, the families, and the parties.”17 In 
addition, Alleg’s text, often considered in conjunction with the discourse surrounding 
Djamila Boupacha’s torture, was the subject of  numerous aesthetic representations, 
such as the surrealist painter Roberto Matta’s award-winning La question Djamila 
(1962) and Robert Lapoujade’s Triptyque sur la torture: En hommage à Djamila Boupacha 
et Henri Alleg (1961).18 Direct passages from the book are read by the FLN characters 
in Jean-Luc Godard’s politically ambivalent Le petit soldat (The Little Soldier, 1963), 
whose bathroom torture sequences play out like dramatizations of  Alleg’s torture, 
only with the Algerians as the perpetrators.19 Yet, as I demonstrate in the remainder 
of  this article, the discourse and imagery surrounding Alleg’s case had “aesthetic 

14 Ibid., 55.

15 Ibid., 96.

16 Calder, “Foreword,” 7.

17 Stora, Todd, and Quandt, Algeria, 51–52.

18 Tom McDonough, The Beautiful Language of My Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 229. McDonough’s 
text and Hannah Feldman’s recent From a Nation Torn: Decolonizing Art and Representation in France, 1945–1962 
provide two distinct accounts of how the Parisian art world engaged with the politics of decolonization, with particular 
focus on Raymond Hains’s series of décollages, La France déchirée (1961). Hannah Feldman, From a Nation Torn: 
Decolonizing Art and Representation in France, 1945–1962 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014).

19 For a fascinating discussion of how Godard’s film reveals the New Wave’s tendency to disavow political partisanship 
and collective allegiance in favor of a romantic celebration of individual autonomy and authenticity, see Geneviève 
Sellier, “Masculinity and Politics in New Wave Cinema,” Sites 4, no. 2 (2000): 471–487. In exploring how this 
dynamic informs Le petit soldat ’s representation of torture, Sellier argues that Godard’s gesture of reversing the roles 
of the French state and the FLN was not about neutrality but about “covertly taking sides by denouncing equally the 
horror of torture carried out by any group, very concretely discrediting the battle waged by the Algerian nationalists 
by showing them as torturers, whose victim moreover is a man we know to be considered a traitor by his former com-
panions. It is easy to see how this ideological position—ambiguous to say the least—is set up around the devaluation 
of the political in general in relation to the mission the hero sets for himself—finding his own authenticity, his own 
identity, away from the beaten path.” Sellier, “Masculinity and Politics,” 479–480.
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consequences” far beyond works of  art that cite these cases by name. Consider the 
correspondences between Alleg’s text and La jetée.

Torture in La jetée. As is well known, Marker’s science-fiction ciné-roman occupies 
a crucial place in the historiography of  European cinema. Long-established film 
scholars like Raymond Bellour, Roger Odin, Peter Wollen, and D. N. Rodowick have 
each singled out this short film, about a man who is thrust backward and forward in 
time to rescue the historical present from a nuclear holocaust, as the chief  example of  
“cinematic modernism.”20 For all of  the above theorists, this modernism designates 
postwar European cinema’s shift away from the formal decorum and character-driven 
storytelling epitomized by Hollywood illusionism toward a film grammar governed 
by principles of  discontinuity, ambiguity, and reflexivity. Understood accordingly, 
Marker’s film stands in for a very broad revolution in film language and that revolution’s 
attendant challenges to the history of  Western metaphysics. Rodowick’s compelling 
Deleuzian analysis of  the film exemplifies this reading:

1962. The modern European cinema, as well as the new American cinema, 
has displaced the Newtonian conception of  space that characterizes the 
classical period. Chris Marker’s La jetée depicts a not-so-distant future where a 
prisoner of  war is subjected to a series of  painful experiments that enable him 
to “travel” in time. Whether this passage is actual or physical, or mental or 
spiritual, is ambiguous. . . . This is another theory of  mind and another logic 
of  sense, defined by a decisive break with the earlier model.21

Yet while the narrative of  cinematic modernism has accorded La jetée a central place in 
the debates over cinematic time, it has effaced the film’s engagement with the political 
and social history of  France during the 1950s and early 1960s. More than an example 
of  modernist reflexivity, La jetée also concerns the relays between the carnal horrors of  
torture in Algeria and the idealized, commodity-fetish culture seizing hold of  everyday 
life in the metropolis.22

20 Raymond Bellour, “The Film Stilled,” Camera Obscura 8 (3 24) (1990): 98–123; Peter Wollen, “Fire and Ice,” in 
The Photography Reader, ed. Liz Wells (London: Routledge, 2003), 76–80; Roger Odin, “Le film de fiction menacé 
par la photographie et sauvé par la bande-son (à propos de La jetée de Chris Marker),” in Cinémas de la modernité, 
films, théories, ed. Dominique Chateau, André Gardies, and François Jost (Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 1981), 
147–172; David Norman Rodowick, Gilles Deleuze’s Time Machine (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997).

21 Rodowick, Gilles Deleuze’s Time Machine, 4–5. 

22 Algeria’s absence from French screens during the 1950s and 1960s is usually attributed to rigid censorship legisla-
tion. The Ministry of Culture in charge of the Centre National de la Cinématographie sanctioned control commissions 
to determine whether films should be granted a visa for commercial distribution. The commissions evaluated films 
on a case-by-case basis, and often refused to grant a visa to films for reasons that were never even specified to their 
directors, as in the case of Marker and Resnais’s Les statues meurrent aussi (1953). See Lionel Trelis, “La censure 
cinématographique en France” (PhD diss., Institut d’Études Politiques de Lyon, 2001), sec. I.2.3. Accordingly, in 
his influential study of the period, Roy Armes argues that “key contemporary themes—the war in Algeria, the need 
for social change in metropolitan France—are as absent from French cinema after 1958 as they were before.” Roy 
Armes, French Cinema (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 169–170. Likewise, Dina Shirzer notes, “There 
is a strange silence of French cinema on the subject of decolonization and colonial wars, because viewers preferred 
to close their eyes; they wanted the past behind them as France was busy entering consumer society and enjoying an 
economic boom.” Dina Shirzer, introduction to Cinema, Colonialism, Postcolonialism: Perspectives from the French 
and Francophone Worlds (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996), 6.
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 Consider the scenes that take place in the film’s dominant setting—the network of  
underground concentration camps that provide the material backdrop to the hero’s 
mental displacements in time. Featuring Gestapo-like police agents who tyrannize the 
camp population with mind-control experiments, the action in these scenes has often 
been thought to evoke vaguely both the societal traumas of  and the contemporaneous 
anxieties around World War II and the Cold War, respectively. Certainly, the film does 
evoke these contexts, especially the latter in its topical emphasis on modern warfare as 
a problem of  control over mental “spheres of  influence” (or brainwashing) rather than 
territorial sovereignty. Yet when returned to the political context of  decolonization, the 
subject of  the film Marker released in the following year, Le joli mai (The Lovely Month of  
May, 1963), it becomes apparent how explicitly these scenes, set in a dungeon “where 
daylight never enters,” resonate with the peculiar discourse and imagery surrounding 
torture in Algeria.
 Like Alleg, the protagonist is blinded by the electrodes placed over his eyes, and 
tightens his teeth on the side of  his bed to cope with the onslaught of  torture (Figure 
1): “J—, smiling all the time, dangled the clasps at the end of  the electrodes before 
my eyes. . . . Instead of  the sharp and rapid spasms that seemed to tear my body in 
two, a greater pain now stretched all my muscles and racked them a longer time. I 
was taut in my bonds. I tightened my teeth on the gag with all my might and kept my 
eyes closed.”23 He also loses all sense of  time and experiences interior mental states 
as “living forms, half  seen, all mixed up together” with actual forms from without.24 
In a 1963 review of  the film in the journal Image et son, Michel Tardy emphasizes the 
centrality of  torture to the film and observes that the man is drugged with Pentothal, 
the same drug used on Alleg.25 Indeed, even the film’s dominant narrative device, the 
injections that trigger the unnamed man’s leaps of  consciousness across Paris while 
pursued by a member of  the camp police, echoes with the near-identical episode noted 
earlier in Alleg’s text (Figure 2):

He broke into the middle of  my explanations and said to me in a low voice: 
“Henri, I’ve been told to come to you in order to see X—. How shall I go 
about it?” In “friendly” guise, this was a question he had put to me twenty 
times under torture. A thousand pictures came into my befuddled mind: I was 
in the street, in an apartment, in a square, and always this “Marcel” pursued 
me and plied me with questions. I made a great effort and, forcing open my 
eyelids, I managed to get a grip on reality only to plunge back immediately 
into semi-consciousness.26

 Beyond a set of  narrative details, La jetée also evokes the horror imagery and sensa-
tions described by Alleg’s book. Marker re-creates El-Biar’s lack of  daylight, Alleg’s 
“impression of  unreality, of  nightmare,” and the book’s more generalized atmosphere 
of  madness. He makes the spectator imagine screams that cannot be heard and the 

23 Alleg, The Question, 54, 59.

24 Ibid., 86.

25 Michel Tardy, “La jetée,” Image et son—La revue du cinéma, nos. 161–162 (April 1963): 46.

26 Alleg, The Question, 96.
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pain of  the man’s 
stretched and contorted 
muscles. The stasis of  
the photographic image 
only amplifies the ag-
ony associated with the 
body’s prolonged bind-
ing in time.27 This is not 
to say, of  course, that 
La question is “the sub-
ject” of  Marker’s film 
in the form of  a coded 
reenactment. Rather, 
both Alleg’s text and 
the contemporaneous 
onslaught of  media hor-
ror stories concerning 
torture in Algeria are 
the conditions of  pos-
sibility for the specific 
forms through which 
the film represents state 
violence. Marker’s ex-
plicit evocation of  these 
stories displays an attempt to use science fiction as a medium to confront contemporary 
audiences with the period’s displaced social realities.

Science Fiction and Visuality. Marker’s film is, in fact, consistent with a body of  
French cinema in the 1950s and 1960s that deployed science fiction as the privileged 
mode through which to represent processes of  modernization, such as the shift to mass 
consumption, the replanning of  urban space, and the increasing bureaucratization of  
everyday experience. The aspiration toward a depersonalized “functionalism” that 
united these processes was consistently cast in the dystopian terms of  objectification, 
policing, and surveillance. For example, in Cahiers du cinéma’s 1959 roundtable discussion 
of  Alain Resnais’s work, Jacques Rivette argued that Resnais demonstrated “that we 
are already in the age where science-fiction has become reality. . . . With him the word 
‘science-fiction’ loses all its pejorative and childish associations because Resnais is able 
to see the modern world as it is.”28 Rivette was thinking specifically of  Toute la mémoire du 
monde (All the World’s Memory, 1956), Resnais’s commissioned short on the Bibliothèque 

27 “Instead of the sharp and rapid spasms that seemed to tear my body in two, a greater pain now stretched all my 
muscles and racked them a longer time.” See Alleg, The Question, 59. 

28 Jacques Rivette, quoted in Jean Domarchi, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, Jean-Luc Godard, Pierre Kast, Jacques Rivette, 
and Eric Rohmer, “‘Hiroshima, notre amour’ (discussion on Alain Resnais’s Hiroshima mon amour, July 1959),” in 
“Cahiers du cinéma”: Volume 1: The 1950s: Neo-realism, Hollywood, New Wave, ed. Jim Hillier (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1985), 67.

Figure 1. The protagonist is blinded by electrodes placed over his eyes in 
La jetée (Argos Films, 1962).

Figure 2. The protagonist is injected with Pentothal in La jetée (Argos 
Films, 1962).
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Nationale, which satirizes how a “civilization of  specialists” transformed the polysemy 
of  the historical past into a tidy and legible collection of  spatialized networks. Three 
years earlier, Resnais and Marker had forged a more explicit connection between 
modern rationality, colonial oppression, and science fiction in their short documentary 
about the domestication of  African art by the Musée de l’Homme, Les statues meurent 
aussi (Statues Also Die, 1953). The film’s banned closing act condemns Europeans as “the 
Martians of  Africa. We disembark from our planet, with our way of  seeing, with our 
white magic, and with our machines.” Juxtaposing images of  the African agricultural 
proletariat to images of  mice in test tubes, the voice-over further remarks, “From such 
heights, Africa is a wonderful laboratory where it is possible to partially prefabricate 
the kind of  good black dreamt up by the good whites.” This motif  recurs in Resnais’s 
time-travel film Je t’aime, je t’aime (I Love You, I Love You, 1968), only here it is the 
intermediary class of  knowledge workers, as embodied in the figure of  the protagonist, 
Ridder (Claude Rich), who become the target of  modern, visual inspection. In a series 
of  graphic matches, Resnais compares images of  a mouse in a glass tube, Ridder’s 
attempt to map the effectiveness of  his circulars through market research, and the 
scientists’ similar attempt to map the interior of  Ridder’s own psyche through their 
time-travel experiments.
 Likewise, Godard’s Alphaville (1965) and François Truffaut’s Fahrenheit 451 (1966) mo-
bilize images of  an authoritarian future to reflect back upon their contemporary “pro-
grammed society” and its draconian oversight of  discourse. The former’s “Alpha 60” 
computer and the latter’s “firemen” both purge the cultural imaginary of  any poetic or 
historical artifacts that might threaten what Godard, in 2 ou 3 choses que je sais d’elle (Two or 
Three Things I Know about Her, 1967), terms “the gestapo of  structures” (e.g., Figure 3).29

 Kristin Ross has rigorously explored the connection between modernization and 
the ambience of  science fiction in Jacques Tati’s contemporaneous work.30 With the 
politicized, late-1960s context of  Playtime (1967), Tati demonstrates how the metropo-

lis as a whole has become a 
petrified, geometric space, 
rendered transparent and 
uniform by glass towers and 
their cubicle interiors. Paris 
is reduced to its visual display, 
and the film’s American tour-
ists look at the Eiffel Tower 
not directly but through its 
glass reflection.
 Yet it is Marker’s time-
travel film that most literalizes 

Fredric Jameson’s claim that the aim of  science fiction is “not to give us ‘images’ of  the 
future . . . but rather to defamiliarize and restructure our experience of  our present . . . ,  

29 Allen Thiher, “Postmodern Dilemmas: Godard’s Alphaville and Two or Three Things That I Know about Her,” bound-
ary 2 4, no. 3 (1976): 957. 

30 Ross, Fast Cars, 105.

Figure 3. The firemen burn a text about the history of torture in 
Fahrenheit 451 (Anglo Enterprises, 1966).



Cinema Journal 56   |   No. 2   |   Winter 2017

33

transforming our own present into the past of  something yet to come.”31 Although a 
number of  scholars have explored the metaphysical qualities of  the past world induced 
by the experiments, less has been said about the almost aggressive manner in which the 
hero’s memory engenders the simulated atmosphere of  the film’s contemporary postwar 
consumer society. In the words of  the narrator, this is a “dateless world” that stuns the 
man “by its splendor” and surrounds him with “only fabulous materials: glass, plastics, 
terrycloth.” In other words, this past world is composed of  those same materials that 
were currently introducing modularity and mobility into the schemes of  interior de-
sign, that were the show items of  magazine advertising and major exhibitions like the 
Salon des arts ménagers, and that were the objects of  critical scrutiny in Tati’s cinema and 
Roland Barthes’s early materialist semiotics.32 Consistent with the increasingly visual 
economy of  this commodity culture, Marker keeps the man at an optical distance in 
the dreamworld, filming him against the reflective surfaces of  department store mir-
rors and window displays while avoiding the fleshy close-ups of  the camp scenes.33 The 
dreamworld of  the man’s memory is thus associated with modernization not only by 
its objects and settings but also by the man’s relation to those objects and settings. In 
the absence of  his physical body, he is positioned as a spectator of  objects whose tran-
scendental gaze is often directed toward a depopulated collection of  images.
 I have subsumed these examples under the term “visuality” to emphasize how 
motifs of  science fiction were used to express the shifting relationship between people 
and “things” under modernization. Contemporary critical discourses associated 
modernization with the privileging of  vision and the concomitant ideal of  an object 
world that could be flattened and rendered legible. Under the conditions of  mass 
production, objects were increasingly valued for their cultural, semiotic connotations, 
and the subject’s transitive relationship to things was transformed into a tactical role 
of  administering signs, or of  “engineering atmosphere.”34 In The System of  Objects, 
for example, Jean Baudrillard rightly pointed to the ubiquitous tendency within the 
period’s advertising, as illustrated by this furniture advertisement in L’express (Figure 
4), as well as a number of  the “peacetime” images in La jetée (Figure 5), to remove the 
subject from the image altogether, because “his” role is coterminous with the order he 
puts into things, an order he experiences from without.35

31 Fredric Jameson, “Progress versus Utopia; or, Can We Imagine the Future? (Progrès contre Utopie, ou: Pouvons-nous 
imaginer l’avenir?),” Science Fiction Studies (1982): 151–152.

32 Edward Dimendberg, “‘These Are Not Exercises in Style’: Le chant du Styrène,” October 112, no. 1 (2005): 71; 
Roland Barthes, “Plastic,” in Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972), 97–99.

33 On the relationship between the close-up and “the flesh,” see Marker’s essay on La passion de Jeanne d’Arc (1928): 
Chris Marker, “Un film d’auteur: La passion de Jeanne d’Arc,” in Regards neufs sur le cinéma, ed. Jacques Chevallier 
(Paris: Seuil, 1953), 249–255. 

34 Jean Baudrillard, “Structures of Atmosphere,” in The System of Objects, trans. James Benedict (London: Verso, 
1996), 30–61.

35 Baudrillard, System of Objects, 26. More generally, there was a recurrent tendency throughout the French art and 
militant cinemas of the 1950s and 1960s to represent the world of commodities in the absence of any human 
actors. At the conclusion of Godard’s 2 ou 3 choses que je sais d’elle (1967), for example, a depopulated mise-en-
scène of Pax and Tide detergent products are shown to be the “jumbo-sized brainwashing” agents that enable the 
masses to sleep through the historical struggles posed by the housing problem and the Vietnam War. Likewise, in 
the prologue to Resnais and Raymond Queneau’s commissioned short Le chant du styrène (1959), a succession of 
glowing plastic products is presented in close-up, simply “there” in a timeless, black void (“O plastic, where do you 
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 The association of  mass 
consumption, spectatorship, 
and a disavowal of  the body 
was also at the kernel of  Guy 
Debord’s notion of  the spec-
tacle as “capital accumulated 
to the point where it becomes 
an image.”36 In contrast, the 
motif  of  the spectator of  
objects, or “the voyeur,” was 
cast in almost utopian terms 
by Alain Robbe-Grillet’s con-
comitant theory and prac-
tice of  the new novel (also 
called the école du regard ). In 
the essays that make up For 
a New Novel, Robbe-Grillet 
claimed that the new novel 
would displace “man” from 
his role as center of  the uni-
verse and accord objects an 
autonomous presence in the 
order of  things.37 Rendering 
objects exterior to human 
passion, however, also meant 
renouncing the visceral lan-
guage still embedded in an 
intellectual climate largely 
defined by existentialism. In 

his polemics against Sartre, Robbe-Grillet privileged sight as the best weapon to keep 
things at an analytical distance: “From day to day, we witness the growing repugnance 
felt by people of  greater awareness for words of  a visceral, analogical, or incantatory 
character. On the other hand, the visual or descriptive adjective, the word that contents 
itself  with measuring, locating, limiting, defining, indicates a difficult but most likely 
direction for a new art of  the new novel.”38 Whether the visualization of  history was 

come from? Who are you?”). In his analysis of the film, Edward Dimendberg writes, “Confronting the viewer with 
objects that have no users, the film implies the autonomy of the former, as if to problematize the status of people 
within this domain.” Dimendberg, “‘These Are Not Exercises in Style,’” 72.

36 “Since the spectacle’s job is to cause a world that is no longer directly perceptible to be seen via specialized media-
tions, it is inevitable that it should elevate the human sense of sight to the special place once occupied by touch; the 
most abstract of the senses, and the most easily deceived, sight is naturally the most readily adaptable to present-day 
society’s generalized abstraction.” Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New 
York: Zone, 1994), 17. 

37 Alain Robbe-Grillet, “New Novel, New Man,” in For a New Novel: Essays on Fiction, trans. Richard Howard (New 
York: Grove Press, 1966), 133–142.

38 Robbe-Grillet, For a New Novel, 24.

Figure 4. Furniture advertisement from L’express, 1960.

Figure 5. “Peacetime” image in La jetée (Argos Films, 1962).
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framed as an emancipation from anthropomorphic, “great man” conceptions of  prog-
ress, or, by contrast, as an effacement of  the social history of  objects and events, all of  
the intellectual movements discussed here relate modern visuality to the motif  of  the 
“freezing of  time” or the removal of  humanist conceptions of  time guided by praxis.39

 In La jetée, modernization’s drive toward the Enlightenment ideal of  a transcen-
dental, incorporeal vision is figured in cinematic terms, as the cave that houses the 
narrative’s network of  underground concentration camps also doubles as a suggestive 
analogy for Plato’s cave. The Palais de Chaillot where the camps are set was the site 
where Henri Langlois established his Cinémathèque during the occupation. Addition-
ally, one of  the protagonist’s torturers is played by Jacques Ledoux, the curator of  the 
Brussels cinematheque in the 1960s.40 What is of  greater importance, however, is how 
the camps produce a particular kind of  cinematic situation. As Jonathan Crary has 
recently argued, “The richness of  Marker’s film stems from its distancing of  photogra-
phy from empirical notions of  reality or indexical models of  this medium. An image is 
‘real’ affectively, in how it feels, in how it verifies the intensity of  a lived or remembered 
moment.”41 Put differently, La jetée anticipates the apparatus film theory of  the 1970s 
by emphasizing film’s “impression of  reality” rather than its privileged relation to the 
real. The protagonist-seer has the illusion of  an unanchored mobility through time 
and space when his physical body remains chained to authority. Although the film’s 
images appear as spontaneous and subjectively produced—“real cats,” “real birds,” 
and “real graves”—they are in fact coerced and predirected by the camp police, giving 
rise to what Jean-Louis Baudry famously characterized as “representations mistaken 
for perceptions.”42

 In light of  Marker’s critique of  France’s emergent culture of  the spectacle, La jetée’s 
engagement with the aforementioned motif  of  the freezing of  time takes on a heightened 
social significance. Modern France becomes the site of  a post-histoire ideology in which 
classical statuary, ancient ruins, department store interiors, and signifiers of  Alfred 
Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958) all merge indistinguishably in the “imaginary museum” of  
the hero’s memory. This disappearance of  the historicity of  distinct cultural forms into 
a homogeneous collection of  images, moreover, is equated with a numbed form of  
happiness. As the voice-over suggests, the man and the woman “are without memory, 
without plans. Time builds itself  painlessly around them. Their only landmarks are the 

39 “It is no longer here a question of time passing, since gestures paradoxically are shown on the contrary frozen in 
the moment. . . . The entire interest of the descriptive pages . . . [is] in the very movement of the description” 
(Robbe-Grillet, For a New Novel, 155). Echoing the critical vocabularies of the period, Robbe-Grillet describes the 
disconnected episodes that make up L’année dernière à Marienbad (Last Year at Marienbad; Alain Resnais, 1961) 
as occurring in a closed “perpetual present,” in which the “last year” of the film’s title takes place before the specta-
tor’s eyes in the here-and-now—“an elsewhere is no more possible than a formerly” (153). “The spectacle, being 
the reigning social organization of a paralyzed history, of a paralyzed memory, of an abandonment of history founded 
in historical time, is in effect a false consciousness of time” (Debord, Society of the Spectacle, 114, emphasis in 
original). See also the section “Immobile Time” in chapter 4 of Ross, Fast Cars, 176–196.

40 Bruce Kawin, “Time and Stasis in ‘La jetée,’” Film Quarterly 36, no. 1 (1982): 18. Also see Sarah Cooper’s excellent 
book on Marker: Sarah Cooper, Chris Marker (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2008).

41 Jonathan Crary, 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep (London: Verso, 2013), 93.

42 Jean-Louis Baudry, “The Apparatus: Meta-Psychological Approaches to the Impression of Reality in the Cinema,” 
in Narrative, Apparatus, Ideology: A Film Theory Reader, ed. Philip Rosen (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1986), 314.
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flavor of  the moment they are living and the markings on the walls.” By emphasizing 
the stasis at the kernel of  the filmed image, the film demonstrates how the cinema is 
complicit with society in the spectacle’s powers of  reification, its congealing of  history 
into images, and its creation of  “the illusion of  life out of  what is dead or inert.”43 
Analogies for this condition are placed throughout the mise-en-scène, from the stuffed 
animals in the natural history museum to the spectators on the Orly platform who 
are posed like mannequins.44 And consistent with the politicized trajectory of  film 
theory throughout the 1970s, it is the image of  woman-as-spectacle that sustains the 
protagonist’s libidinal investment in the commodity dreamworld, which unfolds as a 
fort-da game of  thwarted fulfillment.

Abjection. What kind of  relationship does La jetée establish between these two 
historically overdetermined contexts—one associated with the violent repression of  
the counterinsurgency operation in Algeria and the other with the idealized soft power 
of  consumer society in France? An inroad to this question comes from Marker’s early 
writings as a critic for the journal L’esprit, which demonstrate a sustained concern 
with the cinema’s capacity to trouble the distinction between physical and imaginary 
realities. His thoughts on Orphée (Orpheus, 1950) are particularly instructive in this 
regard, insofar as Jean Cocteau’s film, with its similar themes of  time travel and parallel 
worlds, is one of  La jetée’s key intertexts. In his 1950 review, Marker argues that the 
atmosphere of  fear Orphée creates through the tension between its mental and material 
worlds is a product of  Cocteau’s role as a “reverse illusionist.”45 Cocteau engenders the 
immaterial reality of  dreams and “internal adventures” with the visceral trace of  flesh 
and blood by transforming the former into a scene of  actual violence, thus destabilizing 
the boundary between myth and everyday social reality—what Marker calls the 
film’s “incarnated metaphysics.” He also emphasizes that, rather than “using” the 
contemporary setting as a means to make myth intelligible, Cocteau’s aim is to present 
the film’s French audiences with the horror of  their own (post-Occupation) society in 
its state of  fleshy decomposition (“la mythologie d’une société en decomposition”).46 
Likewise, there is a profoundly social content to the series of  displacements of  world 
that constitute the narrative in La jetée.
 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, modern France sustained its identity by establishing 
a false binary opposition between the barbarous “semi-fascist, semi-military society” 
in Algeria and the “techno-bureaucratic systems” in the metropolis that integrated the 
population through the soft power of  “American-style civilization.”47 When Marker 
depicts torture in La jetée, however, a different picture emerges. The protagonist’s 
torturers are portrayed as rational functionaries who go about their task in a calculating, 

43 Crary, 24/7, 95.

44 “The spectators on the observation platform have the appearance of mannequins.” J. G. Ballard, “La Jetée: Academy 
One,” New Worlds (1966): 2–3. 

45 Chris Marker, “Orphée,” L’esprit 18, no. 11 (1950): 694–695.

46 Ibid., 696. 

47 Edgar Morin, “De Gaulle et le noeud gordien,” France observateur, February 4, 1960, 12, quoted in Tom McDonough, 
The Beautiful Language of My Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 82–83.
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even technocratic fashion. Rather than being associated with brute methods of  
totalitarian repression, these figures, with their gratuitous telescopic glasses, are cast 
as the administrators of  a sophisticated system of  visualized surveillance: “The camp 
police spied even on dreams.”48 And here it is crucial to recall how official French 
military discourses justified the use of  torture in Algeria, a practice that threatened 
to erode the nation’s legacy as the author of  the Declaration of  the Rights of  Man 
and a strong proponent of  international human rights treaties.49 As Neil McMaster 
argues, the state was confronted with a new kind of  warfare, la guerre révolutionnaire, 
in which Algeria’s so-called ultranationalists and religious zealots were prepared to 
use any means of  terror against French rule. Military discourses thus drew upon the 
Third Republic rhetoric of  the civilizing mission, framing the counterinsurgency as a 
defense of  the historical world of  progress and Christian civilization against “forces 
of  evil, communism and its proxy, Islamic fanaticism.”50 Accordingly, torture was 
embedded within a much broader, administrative project of  governance. Conscript 
soldiers “pacified” Algeria by exerting a numerical and scopic control over its peasant 
populations, issuing identity cards to all of  the villagers in a given region, who were 
then regrouped into standardized plots of  land from which they could be “overseen.” 
Consider Pierre Bourdieu and Abdelmalek Sayad’s ethnographic account of  the 
typical first stage in the disciplinary process leading to torture, the rounding up of  
tribal populations into centres de regroupement: “After the style of  Roman colonizers, the 
officers in charge of  organizing the new communities begin by disciplining space, as 
if  hoping that this will allow them to discipline people, too. Everything is subjected to 
uniformity and aligned neatly in a row: the standardized houses on allotted plots of  
land stand straight as a die along wide roads based on the ground plan of  a Roman 
castrum or colonial settlement.”51

 The pacification of  Algeria’s indigenous communities was facilitated by spaces 
whose architectural uniformity and heightened visibility mirrored the ideals of  mod-
ernization in the metropolis. The interiors of  Algeria’s sorting centers also simulated 
modern society’s “civilized institutions,” insofar as they assumed the appearance of  
laboratories and factories and were run “like real conveyor-belt establishments where 
torture was applied with scientific precision. There were even training schools for this 
‘science.’ ”52 Moreover, the systematic use of  torture could not be confined to the mili-
tary rule in Algeria, because its practice was known, and thus tacitly condoned, by 

48 As Ella Shohat and Robert Stam argue, the link between optical instruments, transcendental vision, and European 
colonial ideology has a long history, dating back to the voyages of discovery in the Renaissance period. Indeed, 
this dynamic was exemplified by the telescope, which offers the illusion of intimacy while keeping its subjects at a 
controllable distance: “Conventional literary and filmic narratives about ‘discovery,’ from Columbus’s Diaries through 
Robinson Crusoe to the quincentennial productions about Columbus, assume the point of view of the discoverers. 
Most discovery narratives place the reader on a European ship, the land is sighted (usually through an anachronistic 
telescope), and the ‘Indians’ are glimpsed on the beach or behind the trees.” Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, Unthink-
ing Eurocentrism (London: Routledge, 1994), 71.

49 Rita Maran, Torture: The Role of Ideology in the French-Algerian War (New York: Praeger, 1989), 7–10.

50 Neil MacMaster, “Torture: From Algiers to Abu Ghraib,” Race & Class 46, no. 2 (2004): 4.

51 Pierre Bourdieu and Abdelmalek Sayad, La déracinement: La crise de l’agriculture traditionnelle (Paris: Les Éditions 
de Minuit, 1964), 26, my translation. 

52 Vidal-Naquet, Torture, 56.



Cinema Journal 56   |   No. 2   |   Winter 2017

38

the French judicial system, government, and press. Vidal-Naquet wrote in 1963, “A 
whole machinery of  deception has been built up, which reaches from the police officer 
who uses torture, via the judge who accepts the results of  the interrogation as valid 
evidence, to the Prime Minister who either issues a denial or says nothing.”53

 By the final phases of  the war this “machinery of  deception” had begun to disinte-
grate. A few years earlier, the precise details of  violence in Algeria were only revealed 
in mainland France through small demonstrations, the word-of-mouth testimonies of  
returned soldiers, and the work of  militant papers such as Témoignage et documents and 
Vérité-liberté. In 1961, by contrast, Simone de Beauvoir explained that “during the last 
few months even our most circumspect papers have been full of  horror-stories: mur-
ders, lynchings, ratonnades, and man-hunts through the streets of  Oran” (Figure 6).54

 She added to such horror stories the escalating colonial violence that was happen-
ing at home, like “the dozens of  corpses strung up from trees in the Bois de Boulogne, 

beside the Seine, in the very heart of  
Paris; endless cases involving maimed 
limbs or broken skulls.”55 This visceral 
account of  scenes of  horror and disgust 
reveals how the Left’s encounter with 
the war in Algeria ran directly counter 
to the state’s discourse of  moderniza-
tion. The latter discourse described 
the sanitized and dehumanized mise-
en-scènes of  consumer culture and 
the myth of  a functional equilibrium 
between production and “lifestyle,” 
between class identity and national 
consciousness.56 Anticolonial philoso-
phy countered such myths with the im-
age of  an abject France, haunted and 
polluted by the state’s criminal regime 
overseas. Across a broad spectrum of  
French intellectual writing, Algeria was 

figured as a boundary problem of  the “foreign body,” as that which “fouls the atmo-
sphere” and “saturates” the mainland “through every pore.”57

53 Ibid., 135.

54 De Beauvoir and Halim, Djamila Boupacha, 9. On Figure 6, see “La torture et la guerre d’Algérie,” Le monde, March 
17, 2012, http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/visuel/2012/03/17/la-torture-et-la-guerre-d-algerie_1671229_3212.html.

55 De Beauvoir and Halim, Djamila Boupacha, 9.

56 Ross, Fast Cars, 158.

57 “Colonialism still fouls the atmosphere. It is our shame; it mocks our laws and caricatures them.” Jean-Paul Sartre, 
“Colonialism Is a System,” in Colonialism and Neocolonialism, trans. Azzedine Haddour, Steve Brewer, and Terry 
McWilliams (New York: Routledge, 2006), 54. “But France is saturated by Algeria through every pore . . . the entire 
world knew, and Washington knew, that [premier Félix] Gaillard had covered up for a military and political operation 
that he had not chosen and no doubt considered inopportune.” Jean-François Lyotard, “Algerian Contradictions 
Exposed,” in Political Writings, trans. Bill Readings, with Kevin Paul Geiman (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1993), 202.

Figure 6. Image of torture in Algeria from the archives 
of Le monde (n.d.).
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 This motif  of  a self-divided, abject France is clearly expressed by Marker’s Le joli mai, 
whose two sections, “Prière sur la Tour Eiffel” and “Le retour de Fantômas,” juxtapose 
an idealized version of  the “city of  light” viewed from the Eiffel Tower to a bleak world 
of  cemeteries, prisons, and colonial repression, symbolically aligned with the surrealist 
antihero, Fantômas. Cynthia Marker rightly observes that “the eponymous ‘phantom’ 
conveys the idea of  a shameful past and a refusal to testify to France’s crimes in Algeria, 
with Fantômas’s ‘return’ clearly signaling France’s memory of  the war.”58 Indeed, the 
latter section of  the documentary begins by depicting Paris as the scene of  a murder 
mystery, cast in “the shadow of  horror.” Following a brief  montage of  graffiti-tagged 
walls with headings like “Jeanson,” Marker shows the displacement of  pacification 
techniques from Algeria to the metropolis.59 He documents the police repression of  a 
mass demonstration against the Organisation de l’Armée Secrète (OAS), which took 
place at the Charonne metro station on February 8, 1962, and ended in nine fatalities. 
And the same preoccupation with the displacement of  colonial discipline organizes 
the narrative in La jetée.
 Consider that when the film flashes forward in time, Paris awaits a “pacified 
future.” Not unlike the aerial shots that capture the colonies in the final act of  Les statues 
meurrent aussi, a bird’s-eye-view shot here renders the metropolis as a site of  totalized 
surveillance, whose gridlike architecture resembles what Jacques Leenhardt famously 
called the “morbid geometricism” of  French colonial rule.60 Moreover, Marker’s 
gesture of  embedding the power and freedom associated with modern visuality 
within the framing perspective of  the camp police creates the film’s contradictory 
atmosphere of  attraction and repulsion. When the man becomes aware of  the police’s 
look, the spectacular world of  consumer culture and the woman who serves as his 
object of  desire take on the qualities of  petrification: “In order to be sent back to her, 
she is dead.” Ultimately, the atmosphere of  abjection described by contemporaneous 
anticolonial discourse is most strongly expressed by the film’s chief  formal strategy, the 
superimposition.
 For this reason, it is necessary to complicate Ella Shohat and Robert Stam’s now-
canonical understanding of  Algeria’s presence in modern French cinema in terms of  a 
“submerged” content, which manifests itself  through scattered yet localizable narrative 
details.61 Rather, Marker expresses the question of  torture in a manner consistent with 
how the period’s intellectuals and activists discussed the crisis of  French Algeria at the 
time: as “everywhere and nowhere,” as between I and the Other, as a faint presence 
that nonetheless saturated France at the level of  its pores.62 In properly cinematic terms, 
Algeria manifests itself  at the level of  mise-en-scène. La jetée blends the context of  
torture in Algeria with the context of  consumer society, creating an affective, abject 

58 Cynthia Marker, “Self-Censorship and Chris Marker’s Le joli mai,” French Cultural Studies 12, no. 34 (2001): 28.

59 The Jeanson network was a group of left-wing militants in metropolitan France who helped transport funds to the FLN 
during the war.

60 Jacques Leenhardt, Lecture politique du roman: “La Jalousie” d’Alain Robbe-Grillet (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 
1973), 54–55. 

61 Shohat and Stam, Unthinking Eurocentrism, 211.

62 As Sartre argued, in “Colonialism Is a System,” colonialism “still fouls the atmosphere. It is our shame; it mocks our 
laws and caricatures them” (54). See also McDonough, Beautiful Language, 61.
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frontier between the two.63 As with his reading of  Cocteau’s Orphée, Marker invests the 
immaterial reality of  dreams and “internal adventures” with the visceral qualities of  
flesh and blood. By overlaying the space of  the camps over the space of  the museum, 
or faint images of  the man’s writhing body over the hypnotic scene of  the department 
store (Figure 7), he presents “culture” as the site where France went to purify itself  
from the crimes of  the dirty war.

 The film trans-
forms the modern set-
tings and institutions 
that are supposed to 
further the citizen’s 
world into sources of  
pain and the “unmak-
ing” of  subjectivity.64 
And through the tem-
poral manipulations 
afforded by science 
fiction, it reverses the 
state-sponsored dis-
course that relegated 

torture to a thing of  the past while posing modernization as the one and only present. 
To watch La jetée is to be reminded of  the simple fact that torture is happening.
 My emphasis on horror accords with the film’s two most famous scenes: the first, of  
the woman’s gaze at the camera, and the second, of  the man’s death. The former has 
traditionally been understood in terms of  jouissance, an ephemeral moment of  relief  
and expenditure in which the man, and by corollary, the spectator, are able to enjoy the 
woman’s presence.65 Yet as Julia Kristeva makes clear, “jouissance alone causes the abject 
to exist as such.”66 Throughout the film, the man’s deferred attraction to the woman is 

63 Ultimately, it is Marker’s representation of the French-Algerian divide as a simultaneously affective and political 
problem of the frontier that leads me to use the concept of abjection rather than repression. As Julia Kristeva argues, 
“There is nothing either objective or objectal to the abject. It is simply a frontier.” Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 
ed. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 9. Colonialism in Algeria took both repressive 
and ideological forms, as in the attempts to relocate Algeria’s indigenous populations into controlled sorting centers 
and in the imperative to quarantine France’s identity and international reputation from the realities of the dirty war. 
Yet as Diana Taylor argues, torture is precisely that which cannot be placed in a geographical or historical vacuum. 
Torture “crosses the limit” and “undermines all boundaries and conventions set up by societies to contain and 
rationalize violence—to ‘limit the evil.’” See Diana Taylor, “Double-Blind: The Torture Case,” Critical Inquiry 33, no. 
4 (2007): 711. For Étienne Balibar, the imperial trace remains so embedded in both France’s and Algeria’s national 
histories that, even into the present, their relation constitutes a “non-whole frontier,” which does “not make two, but 
something like one and a half, as if their addition always already contributed a part of the other.” Étienne Balibar, 
“Algeria, France: One Nation or Two,” in Giving Ground: The Politics of Propinquity, ed. Joan Copjec and Michael 
Sorkin (London: Verso, 1999): 164. Films like La jetée, Cléo de 5 à 7 (1962), and Muriel not only gave expression to 
colonialism as the “interior-alterity” that France “carries within itself, and, for the most part denies”—Cléo’s cancer, 
the figure of “Muriel” herself—but also foreshadowed the nation’s colonial identity as a problem that would plague 
the future.

64 Scarry, Body in Pain, 22. 

65 Joan Copjec, “Vampires, Breast-Feeding, and Anxiety,” October 58 (1991): 37.

66 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 9.

Figure 7. Superimposition of scenes of torture with scenes of consumption 
in La jetée (Argos Films, 1962).
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founded on a particular kind of  subject position, the right to look without being looked 
at. In this moment of  exchange, reciprocity, and collectivity, the voyeuristic distance 
that preserves the boundaries of  individualism is placed under duress. The man is here 
exposed as an object of  the gaze, and the woman’s animism immediately returns him, 
frozen, to the repulsive and obscene enjoyment of  his torturers, calling the politics 
of  looking into question. For anticolonial philosophy, the colonial look and torture 
belonged to the same logic of  power, that which “enjoys the possession of  the Other’s 
flesh” as it simultaneously “enjoys its own non-incarnation.”67 Indeed, when Frantz 
Fanon documented the cases of  Algerian women who were coerced to remove the veil 
by colonial authorities, he frequently defined their experiences through metaphors of  
torture: “Without the veil she has an impression of  her body being cut up into bits, put 
adrift; the limbs seem to lengthen indefinitely.”68

 Similarly, the narration’s conclusion, in which the man is gunned down by the camp 
police at the site of  his privileged memory, resonates with this article’s consideration 
of  the film as a meditation on the displacements between France’s consumer society 
and its colonial discipline. Here it is productive to draw on Joan Copjec’s reading of  
Marker’s short as a film that is ultimately not about the need to remember but about 
the necessity of  forgetting. For Copjec, what the fascist world of  the camps (and of  
torture) cannot “survive is the hero’s refusal to reject this memory. It is he who has 
condemned this world to destruction; the world is in danger as long as the memory 
endures.”69 It is crucial to append to this reading the fact that the film’s closing scene 
(Figure 8) incorporates Robert Capa’s famous Spanish Civil War photograph of  the 
fallen republican soldier as its explicit intertext (Figure 9).
 In these final images of  state violence, Marker evokes that entire zeitgeist of  1930s 
photojournalism, of  the “picture stories” in weekly magazines like Vu, Life, and Pic-
ture Post that visually documented the struggle against the spread of  global fascism.70 
For the torture camps 
to survive, then, the 
political, countervisual 
memory of  war, the 
documentation of  state 
crime and resistance, 
must be forgotten and 
scratched from the rec-
ord. It was precisely 
this kind of  photo-
graphic representation 
that was erased by the 
state’s Ministry of  In-
formation in the case 

67 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Washington Square Press, 1984), 518.

68 Frantz Fanon, “Algeria Unveiled,” in A Dying Colonialism (New York: Grove Press, 1967), 59.

69 Copjec, “Vampires,” 37.

70 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003), 32–35.

Figure 8. Protagonist gunned down by camp police in La jetée (Argos Films, 
1962).
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of  France’s own fascist violence against the Algerians, an erasure that profoundly con-
tributed to the French discourse around the Algerian war as something that was felt 
rather than seen.71 By displacing the figure of  the camp police into the film’s Parisian 
setting, Marker also reminds us of  the metropole’s failure to quarantine itself  from the 
violence of  colonial governance.72

Conclusion: Questions of Intelligibility and Disciplinarity. La jetée mobilizes the 
sociopolitical context of  colonialism in Algeria as an affective frame through which 
to explore the modern world. By establishing an abject frontier between colonial and 
consumer society, Marker demonstrates how the latter was permeated by the criminal 
regime in Algeria and thus functioned as a site of  displaced colonial discipline. The 
dynamics among “modern” visuality, abjection, and decolonization, moreover, can be 

71 “As soon as we try to get hold of the documentary evidence, our open society turns into a tropical rain forest: we 
vaguely hear, a long way off, the sound of a tom-tom, but we go round in circles when we try to get closer to it.” 
Jean-Paul Sartre, “You Are Wonderful,” in Colonialism and Neocolonialism, trans. Azzedine Haddour, Steve Brewer, 
and Terry McWilliams (New York: Routledge, 2006), 66. Approximately 265 left-leaning to moderate papers were 
seized during the course of the war. See Martin Harrison, “Government and Press in France during the Algerian War,” 
American Political Science Review 58 (1964): 273–285.

72 The early 1960s marked a period of uncontrollable OAS violence in the metropole, with a total of 107 plastic 
explosive attacks taking place in and around the Paris region between January 15 and February 11, 1961, alone. 
See Stora, Algeria, 82–96. It was also the moment when the state criminality common to Algeria’s military rule was 
installed in Paris under Maurice Papon. A former prefect of the Constantine sorting center turned prefect of the Paris 
police, Papon was largely responsible for “Algerianizing” the mainland’s law enforcement, having overseen both the 
massacre of the anti-OAS protesters at the Charonne metro station on February 8, 1961, and the racial extermina-
tion of more than 120 French Algerians on October 17, 1961. See Jim House and Neil MacMaster, Paris 1961: 
Algerians, State Terror, and Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).

Figure 9. The Falling Soldier, or Loyalist Militiaman at the Moment of Death, Cerro Muriano, September 
5, 1936 (Capa, 1936).
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discerned across a number of  the period’s key French films, particularly in the case of  
the Left Bank group.
 Consider Resnais’s Muriel, ou le temps d’un retour (1963), in which the social amnesia 
surrounding the half-modernized coastal town of  Boulogne-sur-Mer is disrupted by 
the rape and murder of  an Algerian woman whose story strongly resembles that of  
Djamila Boupacha. While Muriel ’s elliptical dislocations of  narrative time and space 
inspired one of  the most rigorous “textual” readings of  a single film, Claude Bailblé, 
Michel Marie, and Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier’s Muriel: Histoire d’une recherché, 
the film’s immediate critical reception placed emphasis on its affective qualities of  
horror.73 In Cahiers du cinéma’s 1963 roundtable discussion, for example, Jean-André 
Fieschi describes how the “muted sense of  terror” surrounding Muriel’s story “becomes 
almost physically unbearable—you almost long for some catastrophe to set you free,” 
to which Jean-Louis Comolli responds: “What we get is the realism of  saturation—a 
world we are saturated with and don’t see anymore, given to us not in the way we might 
be capable of  seeing it, but in the way we absorb it.”74 A similar focus on the theme of  
abjection characterized the critical response to Agnès Varda’s profoundly influential 
Cléo de 5 à 7 (Cléo from 5 to 7, 1962). Roger Tailleur’s contemporaneous review in Positif 
describes how Cléo’s encounters with historically overdetermined images of  torture 
and racial otherness, far from investing her with the distancing powers of  vision, work 
instead to “carve into her flesh,” provoking a nausea and disgust that turn her identity 
“inside out.”75

 If  the relationship between horror and colonialism was a palpable dimension of  
modernist French film aesthetics, then why has film-history writing largely failed to 
apprehend this dimension as such? Thus far I have suggested two potential reasons: 
rigid censorship legislation and the eclipse of  colonialism by the statist narrative of  
modernization. But the amnesia surrounding Algeria’s representation is equally the 
product of  the disciplinary conservatism that has shaped our dominant epistemologies 
for understanding the European cinematic past. Specifically, I am referring to what 
Vanessa Schwartz and Ginette Vincendeau have both recently referred to as the 
“telescoped” view of  modern French cinema, which reduces the period’s entire 
film culture to a romantic narrative concerning the New Wave.76 According to this 
narrative, modern French cinema should be recognized as the province of  the “young 
Turks” at Cahiers du cinéma, who pioneered the theories of  auterism and mise-en-scène 
analysis in the 1950s, and then took their cameras to the streets of  Paris, amalgamating 
techniques from Italian neorealism, the ethnographic cinema of  Jean Rouch, and the 

73 Claude Bailblé, Michel Marie, and Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier, Muriel: Histoire d’une recherché (Paris: Éditions 
Galilee, 1975).

74 Jean-Louis Comolli et al., “The Misfortunes of Muriel,” in “Cahiers du Cinéma”: 1960–1968: New Wave, New 
Cinema, Reevaluating Hollywood, ed. Jim Hillier (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 74, emphasis in 
original.

75 Roger Tailleur, “Cléo d’ici à l’éternité,” Positif, no. 44 (March 1962): 17. 

76 Vanessa Schwartz, “Who Killed Brigitte Bardot? Perspectives on the New Wave at Fifty,” Cinema Journal 49, no. 4 
(2010): 148; Ginette Vincendeau, “Introduction: Fifty Years of the French New Wave: From Hysteria to Nostalgia,” 
in The French New Wave: Critical Landmarks, ed. Peter Graham and Ginette Vincendeau (London: British Film 
Institute, 2009), 23. 
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Hollywood B film in order to provide “a snapshot of  the country as it was experiencing 
the first phase of  its economic boom.”77 Although film studies has perpetually redefined 
modern French cinema since the 1960s as an object of  bourgeois complacency, of  
philosophical inquiry, and of  cinephilia or nostalgia, the slippage between the period’s 
French film culture and a blanket understanding of  the New Wave has been largely 
maintained.78 This tendency subtly persists into the disciplinary present, even in 
Dudley Andrew’s What Cinema Is!, a rigorous consideration of  the ontology of  the film 
medium.79 Andrew, for example, justifiably engages postwar French film culture as the 
theoretical lens of  his investigation, given its status as “the noisiest forum for debate 
of  competing ideas of  cinema.”80 And yet he partially subdues the contentious nature 
of  French film criticism in the 1950s and early 1960s by isolating the young Turks at 
Cahiers as the period’s arbiters of  “real sex, real death, real history” and by celebrating 
Truffaut’s Les quatre cent coups (The 400 Blows, 1959) as the definitive example of  modern 
French cinema’s encounter with “Paris’s dark body” in all of  its abject racial friction.81

 This long-standing account of  one of  the most influential periods in world cinema 
history has often neglected other key theoretical traditions, such as the militant writings 
of  Cahiers’ chief  theoretical interlocutor, Positif. For Positif, postwar French film culture 
did not constitute a homogeneous New Wave movement or “artistic school,” but a 
radically diverse aesthetic field in which the New Wave, the Left Bank group, and a 
third branch of  “parallel cinema” could be differentiated on the bases of  their nego-
tiation of  Gaullism and colonialism. Indeed, Robert Benayoun’s and Gerald Gozlan’s 
most infamous critiques of  the New Wave were originally featured in an issue of  Positif 
devoted to the cinematic representation of  the Algerian War.82 In that issue, Benayoun 
and Gozlan asserted that Cahiers’ fetishistic attention to film form and its ahistorical 
readings of  the social cinema of  Jean Renoir and Roberto Rossellini were symptomatic 
of  De Gaulle’s myth of  an “eternal France,” immune to the dialectical materialist time 
of  class and anticolonial struggle. Moreover, Positif attacked the New Wave on the very 
same terms under which Andrew has recently contrasted Truffaut’s Les quatre cent coups 
and Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s fantasy film Le fabuleux destin d’Amélie Poulain (Amélie, 2001). In 
Benayoun’s view, it was the New Wave that was complicit with modernization’s visual 
culture of  advertising and conspicuous consumption, a “cinema of  furnishings” that 
“was indubitably fond of  flânerie, and had one quality in common with the tourists 
one sees in travelogues: the ability to see everything without looking at anything.”83 By 

77 Antoine de Baecque, La nouvelle vague: Portrait d’une jeunesse (Paris: Flammarion, 1998), 16.

78 See John Hess, “La politique des auteurs (Part One): World View as Aesthetic,” Jump Cut, no. 1 (1974): 19–22; and 
“La politique des auteurs (Part Two): Truffaut’s Manifesto,” Jump Cut, no. 2 (1974): 20–22; Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 
2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986); 
Michel Marie, The French New Wave: An Artistic School, trans. Richard Neupert (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002).

79 Dudley Andrew, What Cinema Is! (Oxford, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010).

80 Ibid., xxiv.

81 Ibid., 23.

82 Robert Benayoun, “Le roi est nu,” Positif 46 (1962): 1–14, and Gérard Gozlan, “Les délices de l’ambiguïté (éloge 
d’André Bazin),” Positif 46 (1962): 39–69, both reprinted in The French New Wave: Critical Landmarks, ed. Peter 
Graham and Ginette Vincendeau (London: British Film Institute, 2009).
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contrast, the films of  Marker, Resnais, Varda, and Georges Franju were perceived as 
consistent with Positif ’s own objective to speak to the experience of  a young genera-
tion “conditioned by the Algerian War” and its “political and social realities.”84 Given 
the central role that modern French cinema has played in the pedagogy of  film, the 
question of  the Algerian War’s representation is intimately bound up with the dis-
ciplinary schemas of  perception and classification that shape our understandings of  
film history. For this reason, it is crucial that film studies continues to develop on the 
marginal yet growing body of  scholarship that has racked focus by placing Algeria at 
the foreground of  its concerns. Recent work by Mark Betz, Adam Lowenstein, and Jill 
Forbes, for example, has enabled the discipline to complicate the orthodox historiogra-
phy of  modern cinema, which poses a blunt fissure between the supposedly bourgeois, 
depoliticized cinema of  the early 1960s and the expressly militant cinema of  the late 
1960s.85 Viewed through the optic of  decolonization, modern French cinema can be 
resituated within what Ross has called the long history of  May 1968.86 Indeed, the 
Left Bank group’s early opposition to the Algerian War anticipated the combination 
of  anticolonialism, intellectual contestation, and industrial militancy that defined their 
later work in films like Loin du Vietnam (1967). Moreover, by counterbalancing its fastidi-
ous devotion to Cahiers’ theories of  film realism and authorship with an attentiveness to 
Positif ’s politically oriented, anticolonial writings, film-history writing will be exposed to 
both fresh perspectives on canonical film and to a whole body of  revolutionary, “paral-
lel” cinema, as embodied in the works of  René Vautier for example, which have yet to 
receive sustained critical attention in English-language scholarship. In the case of  the 
Algerian War in particular, the time has come for film studies to decolonize its own 
archive and make visible the anticolonial cinematic traditions that fought to make film 
an instrument of  both perceptual and political liberation. ✽
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